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EDITORIAL 
LAW ON BRIDE BURNING^A PSYCHIATRIC POINT OF VIEW 
Bride burning and suicide by young married females has been a focus of atten-
tion in the midia during the last few years. It has been discussed across forums resul-
ting in loud protest against dowry and cruelty to young married women. That even 
in the late 20th century women could bo bartered for money and treated ignomino-
usly by their husbands and inlaws has created a wide-spread resentment. A feeling of 
retaliation developed and an anachronistic law was passed wherein it was stated that 
"If any wonu I commits suicide within seven years of marriage then the husband or 
inlaws are considered guilty of abetment of suicide unless their innocence is clearly 
established. Tais enactment reversed the normal procedure of criminal law where 
every person is considered innocent unless proved otherwise. The law presupposes 
the fact that fear of punishment would change attitudes towards young brides and act as 
a deterrent against cruelty towards married women. 
This law raises two fundamental issues :— 
(i) Is high suicide rate of married women really due to dowry and/or ill-treat-
ment of inlaws ? 
(ii) Whether a legal enactment like this could change human behaviour ? 
Suicide research in India has been sparse. Venkoba Rao and associates in this 
issue have reported an analysis of 100 consecutive burning cases of women of Madu-
rai. The main highlights of this research are—(a) roughly one quarter of the women 
who committed suicide were unmarried, (b) the incidence of suicides was highest 
during the first year of marriage, (c) marital and family problems appear to be 
important in nearly 50% of the cases. Marital maladjustment seemed to be more 
important than cruelty by inlaws, (d) dowry and related problems were major fac-
tors in only 8% cases while physical and psychiatric illnesses were major factors in 
nearly 38% ol cases. 
The above survey shows that though females in the younger age group show a grea-
ter inclination towards suicide, dowry and ill-treament are not the major factors. 
Nandi and co-workers (Indian J. Psychiat., 1979; 21, 251-55; in the rural areas 
of West Bsngal observed that quarrels with spouse was more often the cause of suicide 
than quarrel with inlaws. A higher rate of suicide has been reported amongst younger 
women both married as well as unmarried in the literature appearing from this country. 
The higher suicide rate amongst younger females can be attributed to various complex 
psychosocial factors and not to any single factor. 
These various factors could be lack of education, economic and social dependence, 
and the inadequate social support system. Higher incidence of suicide in the first year 
of marriage may often be reflective of adjustment problems than of the dowry. Scientific 
research thus far indicates that nearly 90% of suicides are due to various other reasons 
and not necessarily due to dowry. 
Suicidal thoughts as well as depression arc common due to adjustment problems 
amongst a large number of young brides. Also many psychiatric illnesses especially 
schizophrenia are likely to be precipitated during early years of marriage. Since this 2  A. K. AGARWAL 
enactment has produced a sense of fear, the family members are not willing to keep 
such b-ides who show any sigas of depression or suicidal tendencies thereby vitiating 
chances of better adjustment. The law has thus become counter productive and self-
defeating. 
Mere legal enactment can seldom change human behaviour. Fear can suppress 
action for somi time till some alternative has been found. A large number of laws 
pertaining to social problems have been enacted in the past but none have really succee-
ded in achieving the desired objectives. Such laws more often provide opportunities 
for exploitation and harassment of the innocent rather than punishment of the guilty. 
It is respo ls'bility of the more informed and aware scientific community to under-
take detailed studies on female suicides and make available the information so gathered 
to the public at large. It is essential that public attitudes get moulded by hard facts 
and not through sensational coverage by the media. The impact of this law on psy-
chiatric patients also need to be studied. 
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